Report of the Up-Island Regional School District (2008)

Fellow Up-Island Citizens,

Laboring under the watchful eyes of the up-island town’s finance committees, boards of selectmen, and, ultimately, individual voters participating in the annual town meetings, the UIRSC, during the calendar year 2008, provided the financial support and the programmatic oversight required to maintain the excellent academic programs in the two elementary schools which serve the three towns that constitute our school district. 

That our district comprises three more-or-less distinct towns, each with its unique concerns (some would say unique cultures) sometimes generates tensions between regional and parochial thinking. Yet, throughout the year, the UIRSC deliberations consistently resulted in majority support for regional solutions, even when one, or another, committee member, felt compelled to reiterate vociferous support for a particular town’s interests, embedded in the rhetoric of fiscal fairness to that particular town’s taxpayers. Patient, collegial airing of such views characterized our frequent meetings, particularly those during the budget-building-and -paring season, and, in the end, there emerged a 2009 budget (consistent with the values of our regional agreement) which the UIRSC certified and which the three towns overwhelmingly supported.

That budget ensured a continuation of virtually all the programs and services provided by the faculty and staffs of our two schools, as advocated by West Tisbury School principal Michael Halt and Chilmark School head-of-school Diane Gandy. Both provided noteworthy leadership and management in their respective buildings, aided by Assistant Principal Bob Lane in West Tisbury, and an able staff of custodial, clerical and information-technology personnel, some of whom served both buildings. In addition, in both schools, active participation by faculty, parents, and other interested citizens in the West Tisbury and Chilmark SACs led to input that was influential in the deliberations of the UIRSC. 

School leadership during 2008 merits special attention. At West Tisbury, Michael Halt was, to the delight of students and faculty, back from Iraq, where he served with distinction, and able again to play a fully active role in managing, guiding, and inspiring the West Tisbury school community. At Chilmark, where Diane Gandy’s multi-faceted role, which includes even more than one might imagine is required of a leader of a small school housed in a building, the plumbing and heating systems of which are seemingly veiled in intrigue and mystery, announced her reluctant decision to see it through for only one more academic year. 

A consequence of Ms. Gandy’s unwelcome decision was the need to organize a search for a new head of school. Late in 2008, an open meeting was held in Chilmark, and a plan was generated to establish a search committee, and an advertising, interviewing, and selection program, all designed to put in place a new head-of-school in a timely fashion. That person will also assume responsibilities for reading instruction, an aspect of the leadership role that incidentally but not insignificantly has a positive impact on the budget.

Our 2009 budget, approved in 2008 as noted above, benefited mightily from suggestions, complaints, and pleadings from various town officials, as well as concerned taxpayers, to make the budget more transparent than it historically has been. In its fulsome version, numbering hundreds of line items, and existing in several successive iterations as the UIRSC deliberated it over a period of months, all the details are painstakingly revealed. While the devil may be in those details, they constitute more than most would wish to have presented at an annual town meeting. In contrast, a summarized version, designed to attract real scrutiny by the public, might well leave out details that some would wish to examine for themselves. Most tellingly, the format of a summary budget just might not make sense to all readers. So, at several meetings, the UIRSC struggled to come up with a budget format that is, to put it simply, both comprehensive and readable. Thanks to Fin Com input, most notably from Al DeVito, we may have gotten closer to that desirable state of affairs.

New buses came on line, new ways to supplement school activities budgets (e.g. hosting the erstwhile Chilmark flea market on the West Tisbury school grounds) were experimented with, and new initiatives were hatched at the two schools (as recounted elsewhere in the school reports). 

Bad things happened in 2008, too. Allegations of improper conduct within the faculty emerged that required forceful but judicious handling by school administrators and the Superintendent. Maintenance and repair needs in the two buildings (e.g., leaking roofs, malfunctioning boilers in West Tisbury and numerous building repairs in Chilmark) required considerable attention from the UIRSC and resulted in unanticipated expenditures that placed strains on the budget. While some significant energy savings in our schools occurred in 2008, some of our earlier plans to increase their energy efficiency were stalled as a potential donor disappeared and the proposal for support of a feasibility project for an energy turbine on the West Tisbury school site did not succeed. And, we had to absorb the sad news of the untimely death of Shelton Bank, who had over many years provided leadership to the energy-saving efforts of our schools and communities and who had long been a contributor to our energy related deliberations.

Yet, we continued, in ongoing deliberations with our able Superintendent Jim Weiss, and his competent staff, including Laurie Halt, Amy Tierney and others, to support a school district that provides education to our children in which we can all take pride. By most measures, our children are provided an excellent education in an environment in which they are all treated as unique and deserving, and we support that excellence with the recognition that there is no better, no more important, investment. In that spirit, the members of the UIRSC thank the communities we serve for their continuing support.

Respectfully submitted,
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